Professional development plays a central role in fostering teaching quality. As teaching and learning in Vietnam have embraced a digital mode, the emergence of webinars has been noted. However, little is known about its impact on primary and secondary English language teachers, especially in rural areas. This multi-perspective case study aimed to explore the beliefs and practices of a small group of mid-career teachers working at different schools in a southwestern province in Vietnam as they experienced digital professional development. After having reflected on their participation in both synchronous and asynchronous webinars, the teachers were encouraged to implement selected techniques to engage learners in their teaching contexts. Qualitative findings from teachers' interviews and observations demonstrate how this digital modality influenced their pedagogical and social cognition, impacting their classroom practices.
The lack of PD opportunities in rural Vietnam is well-documented (Nguyen et al., 2014; Nguyen & Phung, 2015) but the quality of available teacher training projects is under scrutiny (Nguyen, 2011; Nguyen & Bui, 2016) . Given the emergence of free webinars, this research project was carried out to investigate the benefits and challenges of school teachers when they were invited to train in a virtual learning environment. The study also explored the impact of the participants' implementation of techniques acquired from webinar participation. The project presented qualitative data from interviews and observations of a multi-perspective case study of teachers working in Ben Tre, a rural province of Vietnam.
The paper starts with a literature survey that sheds light on features of effective PD program, affordances that results in the emergence of PD via webinars, and variables that map the PD landscapes in Vietnam. This is followed by a description of the contexts and participants in the multiple-case study as well as methods of data collection and procedures. What the participants learned from the digital training environment and how they implemented new techniques will be revealed in the findings section. Finally, implications of this study at local and other diverse contexts are elaborated.
Literature Review Decoding an Effective PD Program
Concerns over poor quality of in-service teacher training courses were raised in the literature (e.g., Guskey & Yoon, 2009; Prince & Barrett, 2014; Stannard & Matharu, 2014) , with Borko (2004) acknowledging that more often than not, PD programs can be "fragmented, [and/or] intellectually superficial" (p. 3). The underlying causes of unsatisfactory training outcomes vary; however, in developing countries, even teacher trainers were not able to set their own effective training agenda owing to the presence of centralized administration (Zein, 2016) . Conflicts of interests could not be resolved when PD organizers did not address the needs of local training contexts, asserting their power in both the training curriculum and program implementation to gain financial incentives.
When it comes to effective PD program designs, researchers agree on the substantial variables: content, interaction, collaboration and sustainability. Firstly, the training content and materials should be relevant, situated and school-based with the presence of external expertise (Desimone, 2009; Sahin & Yildirim, 2015; Stannard & Matharu, 2014; Walter & Briggs, 2012; Zein, 2017) . Accordingly, instead of a top-down approach in which policy makers inflict a rigid training scheme, participants should have a choice of training materials and modes of participation (Wyatt & Ager, 2017; Xerri & Campbell, 2016) . In addition, participants are expected to play an active role in discussing and sharing experiences rather than just receiving knowledge from experts (Bates, Phalen & Moran, 2016; Desimone, 2009; Prince & Barrett, 2014; Walter & Briggs, 2012) . The program should allow opportunities for on-going support with regards to trainees' implementation of new techniques (Bates et al., 2016; Desimone, 2009; Sahin & Yildirim, 2015; Walter & Briggs, 2012) . The complicated process of implementation demands constant support to result in teachers' successful uptake (Guskey & Yoon, 2009) . Beyond skills acquisition, participants should be empowered to embark on their self-directed PD journey (Kennedy, 2014) . In other words, teachers' personalized development tracks do matter, and the one-size-fits-all PD approach could be neglected.
Gearing Towards Digital PD
Concerning the growing popularity of digital PD, Bates et al. (2016) identified elements in which the digital experience benefits participants: immediate solutions to pedagogic problems, external expertise, availability of digital resources and cheaper access but equivalent quality. Additionally, two modes of digital PD were classified: synchronous (real-time interaction) and asynchronous (delayed interactions, happening in different times for different participants) (Bates et al., 2016) . Various digital platforms have been utilized across settings: a mobilebased web what showed virtual class tour in Korea (Lee & Kim, 2016) , low-cost mobile phones whose memory cards are copied with class classroom videos in Bangladesh (Woodward, Griffiths, & Solly, 2014) , or screen-casting technology for teachers learning about technology for any digital users (Stannard & Matharu, 2014) . Users' feedback indicated that the videos were "a gold mine" for PD owing to their instructional design and multimodality (Stannard & Matharu, p. 168) . Although the usefulness of digital learning is reported, the sustainability of such platforms are questioned when post-teaching interaction is not sustained (Lee & Kim, 2016) , and when teachers have not achieved mastery level (Woodward et al., 2014) .
As regards replacing or supplementing traditional workshops and conferences, webinars can be viewed as a strong contender because they are integrated with digital interaction tools (Harmer, 2015; Hockly, 2012; Peachey, 2012) . From the perspective of webinar organizers, careful planning, engaging topics, appropriate interaction, varied tasks, and technical support will increase attendees' participation and motivation (Hockly, 2012) . Results of a survey conducted on 122 online participants revealed that 84% of respondents felt the presentations were successful for their PD (Moore et al., 2016) . Noticeably, according to Moore et al., the online conference attendees positively adopted the affordance of synchronous text-based interactions in the digital training environment: "Text chat discourse is at once complex and multifunctional, yet highly cohesive and meaningful" (p. 202). On the other hand, the participants' behavior beyond webinar participation was not reported in Moore et al.'s quantitative study.
Contextualizing Vietnamese Teachers' PD
Although PD has received attention as a key factor to boost Vietnamese learners' English proficiency in the National Foreign Languages 2020 Project (Nguyen & Phung, 2015) , the quality and availability of top-down PD programs in Vietnam are still in question. School teachers complained that the in-service trainings lacked both relevant content and careful planning (Nguyen, 2011) . In disadvantaged areas, few training workshops for English language teachers are accessible, resulting in English teachers' participation in the programs held for those of other subjects (Nguyen et al., 2014) . Elsewhere, the training goals were not realistic. Some teachers were dissatisfied since trainers urged them to employ a communicative teaching model regardless of their contexts where the minority students were struggling with learning Vietnamese -their second language (Nguyen & Bui, 2016) .
Several training models have been researched, affirming the value of bottom-up programs in which teachers were the active agents in the changing process. Teachers formed a peer group to provide constructive feedback on each other's works through observations and interviews (Vo & Nguyen, 2010) . Having realized that their working contexts were not conducive to quality PD, teachers joined various professional development groups (Nguyen & Bui, 2016) . Most noticeably, teachers in a remote area were able to enact educational innovations by modifying the prescribed curriculum and transforming their practices (Nguyen & Bui, 2016) . However, no studies have been conducted to examine teachers' learning experience via webinars. This study, therefore, aims to fill the gap by reporting on rural teachers' participation in virtual environments. It investigates teachers' attitudes and classroom practices after attending both synchronous and asynchronous webinars.
Methodology

Contexts and Participants
In accordance with the sampling method that exploited "personal relationships" suggested by Le (2012) , participants were selected purposively rom a cohort of 164 teachers in Ben Tre province in an intensive teacher training project for school English language teachers (consisted of 52 hours of instruction, covering teaching methodologies and technology integration) in which the first researcher was among the five co-trainers in late 2015. After a call for participation was sent to 10 active teachers who maintained frequent post-training communications with the author, four teachers volunteered to participate. These were experienced practitioners who had at least 5 years of teaching experience, working at different primary and secondary state schools in 3 rural districts. All the Vietnamese participants had permanent teaching positions, and achieved the level B2 in The Common European Framework of Reference for Languages. Although all participants are working in a specific province, they provide necessary insights representing Vietnamese school teachers in rural areas on the premise that the centralization of educational policies in Vietnam has been noted (e.g. Nguyen, 2011) . 
Data Collection
Adopting an ethnographic case study design, the main instruments for the project relied on interviews and observation. A few strategies were taken to extract quality data from semistructured interviews, including maintaining an interviewee-centered schedule due to participants' heavy academic workload, making small talk, and using Vietnamese -the interviewees' first language (Le, 2012; Nguyen & Bui, 2016) . The transcription and translation into English was conducted by the first researcher, edited for brevity by the second researcher, and confirmed by the four participants. The second instrument was observation when the teachers, acting as the gatekeepers who provided approval and access for the research purpose (Creswell, 2012; Marshall & Rossman, 2016) , agreed on the researcher's visits to their classes with their written consent. The aim of the observation, which was to study implementation of new techniques learned from webinar participation, was made explicit to the participants. Two weeks before their demonstrations, individual observation schedule had been carefully planned at the teachers' convenience. In total, data was drawn from:
• 12 online, individual interviews, reaching approximately 8 hours of recording. The transcription well-exceeded 20000 words.
• 4 observation field notes of 4 classroom teaching lessons. Each lesson lasted 45 minutes.
Procedures
Three phases were implemented in the research (See Figure 1 and Appendix A). Phase 1 involved introduction to webinars (via email messages), and a tentative schedule to attend the first synchronous webinars in which teachers ticked their preferences from a list of webinars they would like to attend. This ensured that teachers had ownership of their participation, reflecting a bottom-up approach. Drawing on teachers' feedback in Phase 1, the researchers in Phase 2 invited them to view asynchronous webinars (recorded on YouTube) that focused on their identified problematic teaching areas. Both Phase 1 and Phase 2 ended with individual interviews. The final phase entailed teachers' demonstration of new teaching techniques in their contexts, followed by post-teaching interviews in which teachers reflected on their lessons. The final reflection was executed according to Wallace and Woolger (1991) 's postobservation framework:
 procedures: What happened?
 aims: What was achieved?
 alternatives: What could be done differently?
 self-evaluation: What have you learned? •Synchronous webinars: live attendance, followed by interviews.
Phase 2
•Asynchronous webinars: access to recorded webinars on Youtube, followed by interviews.
Phase 3
•Implementation: experimentation of new techniques, followed by classroom observation and final interviews.
Each phase is followed by data analysis in which transcriptions of participants' interviews were analyzed, with recurring words being reflected on, coded, and categorized (Saldanã, 2016) .
Themes were then identified, compared and contrasted among the four participants in all three phases to present an interweaving picture of their digital learning experience. The first researcher maintained a flexible position in the research process, switching between an outsider and a facilitator. As an outsider, he took a non-participant role when observing the teachers in phase 3. As a facilitator, he was involved in guiding teachers' reflections in phase 3. One clear advantage of having the researcher as an insider (facilitator) is that vivid data would be collected (Berger, 2015) . The practitioners' reflections on their implementation phase were co-constructed by the first author who drew on his field notes to provide them with multiple perspectives of their classroom practices.
What follows is an account of the key findings, which present emerging themes relating to participants' views on the two modes of webinar participation and their implementation of new techniques.
Findings Teachers' Attitudes towards Live and Recorded Webinar Participation
Access. The four participants did not encounter critical issues with regard to the registration process or webinars log-in. Nonetheless, connectivity and other unexpected incidents might affect participation. As a first-time webinar participant, although Tam could understand the online presentations via following the captions, he suffered a slow connection since his house was far from any signal hotspots. Also, home viewing was disrupted if viewers had external duties, as Ha experienced: "My baby was crying so I had to lull her to sleep. I was trying to focus but unable to grasp everything."
Content. Apart from novel techniques that could be applied in their own teaching contexts, three teachers identified specific aspects of teaching that they had not taken into account prior to webinar attendance: gender equality, low-resource classrooms, and alternative assessment. This is evident in the following quotes:
I haven't paid much attention to gender equality in education (Tam).
The reality is that there are many resources which we're unaware of. Another thing is that teachers and learners are resources themselves, so from this perspective, I need to change my viewpoint (Linh).
After viewing the webinars, I'm aware that I need to develop different assessment forms that do not entirely rely on discrete-item testing (Nhan).
Nevertheless, not every aspect of knowledge the teachers gained from webinars could be effortlessly mastered. In fact, when teachers faced uncertainties, they would link it to their cognitive deficit in the statements below:
When they use jargon, it's a bit challenging because I'm not often exposed to such language. It's also due to my weak listening ability [laugh] (Ha).
The definition of creativity is unfathomable (Linh).
The recorded webinars on YouTube enabled me to view many times, but still I was unable to internalize them because I don't often practice listening skills (Linh in Phase 2).
On learning about their challenges, the first researcher extended his role in the project: becoming a collaborator who further explained the difficult realms that the participants faced.
In particular, the researcher clarified the webinars' challenging content, discussing each slide which teachers referred to.
Interactivity. The teachers provided contradictory views when comparing and contrasting webinars with traditional training sessions they had attended. Although Ha encountered an unexpected technical experience when using her tablet to view the webinar ("I keyed in a short response, but I forgot to send it."), she felt positive about the chat box function, enthusiastically referring to its social functions: "Some texted content-related messages. Others were like chatting. It's an interesting experience!" As she once had a negative experience attending traditional training sessions ("not daring to stand up or directly asking the teacher"), she preferred the digital mode because "the number of opinions even surpass that of the classroom." On the other hand, Nhan clearly highlighted the advantage of face-to-face interaction: "We interact more in the classroom, joining more teacher-initiated activities, for instance, discussing, pair or group work game. Speaking of webinar interaction, it's more about audio-visual but we haven't really interacted much." He later explained that reviewing the webinar materials is important to internalize the content.
Speakers. The four teachers, having reflected on their roles as digital trainees undertaking serious PD sessions, highly evaluated the training skills of the speakers in Phase 1. Positive comments were salient, ranging from addressing speakers with polite, professional titles such as "the teacher" (Tam) or "the expert" (Nhan) to enjoying their audibility and clarity of expression (Linh). Most importantly, the speaker's training skills in virtual settings received acclaim:
Her pace of delivery was very good. She allowed time for everyone in the group to discuss and then she waited for responses. There was good interaction. When the speaker asked a question, she also observed the responses in the chat box, and then she shared her opinions. She also replied…like a real classroom! (Linh)
Collaboration. Other participants in the webinar community received a wide range of compliments owing to their quick, relevant responses in the chat box: "The way they answered was very professional." (Tam), "They knew the topic very well while it sounded distant to me." (Nhan), and "Other participants worked very fast." (Linh). Beyond such admiration, Ha was more practical when she expressed a wish for future collaborative opportunities, stating that she would love to share lesson plans with international teachers. From the perspective of a first-time webinar attendee, Tam described his feeling: "I experienced a little "stage fright". I felt a bit less confident."
The Influence of Webinar Participation on Teaching Practices
This section reports findings drawn from teachers' reflection in the post-teaching interviews together with the non-participant observation field notes of the first researcher, who continued to act as a collaborator. The researcher's presence in the teachers' classrooms was likely to have caused the observer's paradox despite his non-participant mode, affecting teachers and learners' performance, as Linh admitted: "Class was quiet that day, not as exciting as they used to be." However, it is imperative to note that when such negative impact was raised in the interviews, the first researcher would not facilitate further discussions. The final interviews, therefore, were less directed at guiding teachers to craft a perfectly revised, full-length lesson plan in the future, but more focused on teachers' reflections on their instructional decisions stemmed from the application of new teaching techniques.
In retrospect, the four teachers were satisfied with their application, yet they agreed that major adjustments were to be made to master the new pedagogical techniques. Reflecting on the stage when students took turns asking each other from given question prompts to practice the usage of the modal verb can in an interview activity, Linh felt that "I should have added extra questions in the list because the students finished the interview activity faster than I had planned." The first author suggested that she might have added verbs from previous lessons to recycle the input, and replaced the terminology "ability" written on the board with "can" because a learner had misspelled abylity (sic) when copying the word in his notebook. Her remarks showed that the teacher manual affected her word choice: "If I had written "can", it would have been much easier for students to copy. My mistake was due to the influence of the teacher book in which the author wrote "ability" to explain the usage."
Meanwhile, in Ha's classroom, students formed two large groups to re-order mixed word cards to create meaningful sentences (a word bricks activity). She believed that her classroom management skills could have been refined when there was not shared participation among learners: "To improve it, I think we should form small groups. The groups were quite big, so learners tended to be grabbing their peers' word bricks."
Tam was content with his implementation of gender equality practices, reporting that he had selected students equally to answer his questions. Nevertheless, for subsequent classes, learning from the observation field note (See Appendix B), he agreed that arranging a more gender-mixed seating plan would be effective. In addition, the post-teaching interview enabled him to realize that gender depiction represented in the textbook was not completely fair:
As the picture shows a girl cleaning, it tends to be stereotypical. If it is replaced with a picture showing a boy cleaning, it'll make more sense. They [textbook writers] showed a bit favoritism. In this context, girls often do gentle activities while boys play harder (Tam).
Nhan's teaching of reading skills involved students' forming groups first, then each member was assigned a specific role including predictor, questioner, clarifier and summarizer (reciprocal teaching). He reflected that the lesson sequence demanded modifications:
Firstly, there should have been instructions regarding components of reciprocal teaching, helping learners to question, clarify, predict and summarize. Therefore, they could have worked better if I had helped them see their roles better while I might have been playing the instructor or assistant's role (Nhan).
Nhan benefited from the observation field note (See Appendix C) and the post-teaching discussion, revealing how he could have implemented the technique of KWL (What I Know (K), What I Want to Know (W) and What I've Learned (L)) differently in his future lessons when the instructional sequence required a more logical sequence: the vocabulary elicited was written in the two columns K and W indistinguishably on the board while the L column had not been exploited when the lesson ended.
Discussion Free Webinars as an Effective Source of PD
Teachers' remarks appear to show that attending webinars is an effective source for their learning in rural areas because they can expand their repertoires of pedagogical skills at nearly zero cost, which resonates with Moore et al.'s (2016) benefits of attending virtual conferences. When concerns about the lack of resources in rural public schools have been voiced (Nguyen, 2011; Nguyen et al., 2014; Nguyen & Phung, 2015; Zein, 2016) , the general consensus among the participants about the relevance of the webinars' content and the speakers' engaging virtual training skills might offer a practical solution.
Qualitative findings in the study present specific techniques that the participants have acquired, revealing that teachers' ownership of PD should be valued as they have the freedom to select the webinars they would like to attend and the gaps in their teaching they would like to fill. Consistent with teachers in Stannard and Matharu (2014) 's study, who were using free screen casting videos to "develop at their own pace and privately" (p. 167), the recorded webinars in Phase 2 (See Figure 1) encouraged Linh and Ha to adopt multiple viewings while uploaded handouts and slides provided Nhan with further learning opportunities.
As the change of teachers' perceptions in traditional PD programs has been examined (e.g., Borg, 2011) , the findings from the teachers mentioned above expand the scope of such changes. Beyond gaining specific techniques from webinar attendance, the rural practitioners articulated the change of their pedagogical perceptions: being aware of resources in difficult classrooms (Linh), promoting gender equality (Tam), and considering alternative assessment (Nhan).
The Role of Facilitated Reflection on the Mastery of New Techniques
In phases 1 and 2, despite the interesting content, the participants experienced various problems in terms of cognitive and social challenges in the digital community. The rural attendees' learning experience was hindered when it came to certain aspects of pedagogical knowledge, leading to further clarification sessions with the first researcher in the post-webinar viewing phases. These findings echoed Prince and Barrett (2014) as they put a heavy emphasis on the alignment of content with teachers' pedagogical competence. Secondly, the interactive features, which form a crucial part of webinars, were not utilized, contrasting with participants of Moore et al. (2016) who regarded interacting digital as a valuable function. Tam, more specifically, found virtual interactivity an unpleasant experience, distancing himself from the community.
The teachers' changes in Phase 3 (See Figure 1) showed that techniques learned from the webinars were actually "implementable" (Prince & Barrett, 2014, p. 39) . Nevertheless, the success of implementation varied among the four teachers possibly due to their struggling efforts to master the content in previous phases. On the other hand, while the four participants were experimenting with the new techniques, the researcher's observation field notes and postteaching interviews provided more insights into the four participants' performance. The collaboration helps better their teaching practices: adding recycled vocabulary to enrich input in the speaking activity (Linh), considering more effective classroom management techniques of the word bricks game (Ha), realizing less salient features of gender inequality depicted in teaching materials (Tam), and carrying out the logical sequence of the KWL technique (Nhan). Webinar viewing alone might not immediately warrant a successful implementation of new approaches. To address the challenges, Nhan stated:
My application did not match the speaker's intentions. I didn't follow the right procedure of the technique KWL. I understand the technique from the webinar but at times it depends on my listening abilities to learn online and to review materials, which is neither deep nor comprehensive.
Nhan's comment in the final discussion re-affirmed the cognitive challenges teachers faced learning in webinars. In light of Wallace (1991)'s reflective model, reflection specified the complexity of "experimental knowledge" -the knowledge that the four participants' gained from their classroom practices regardless of their years of teaching experience. Given that "teaching experience does not automatically translate into teacher expertise" (Farrell, 2013 (Farrell, , p. 1080 , the post-teaching dialogue with the first author has engaged the participants in an active and conscious reflection activity. Hence, post-webinar viewing acknowledges the presence of facilitators or collaborators when teachers "need just-in-time, job-embedded assistance as they struggle to adapt new curricula and new instructional practices to their unique classroom contexts" (Guskey & Yoon, 2009, p. 498) .
Implications for Other Educational Contexts
With respect to free resources for personal PD, the project can further inform other teachers or teacher educators of the availability and the relevance of live and recorded webinars. Attendance in this digital training mode could add dimensions to their pedagogical repertoires once they are familiar with webinar components such as registration and log-in procedures, chat box and presentation handouts for post-webinar implementation and reflection.
PD providers for teachers in rural areas should be aware of the efficacy of this emerging training platform. Webinar participation should be integrated into or might even replace the traditional track of taking face-to-face training sessions when it comes to cost-saving factors, flexible schedule and individualized content. Modes of participation are synchronous and/or asynchronous, which can best fit the participants' working schedule and identified areas for development. Inviting in-service teachers to participate in free webinars, in other words, can be the very first step to prepare them for "professional autonomy" (Kennedy, 2014, p. 349) . If implemented, the approach tends to downplay the centralized and bureaucratic policies of PD programs observed in developing contexts (e.g. Zein, 2016) . Likewise, conference organizers should consider posting conference talks online, activating digital views of teachers, especially those in remote or rural regions who are unable to attend the conferences in person due to constraints such as finance and distance to the meeting venue (Nguyen, 2011) . From a practical perspective, when Internet access is not reliable or available, recorded webinars or conference talks can be copied to participants' USB drives or their mobile phones' memory cards for home or mobile-based viewing -the practice of which has been found useful according to Woodward et al. (2014) .
In light of the complicated process of the application of new techniques, it is crucial that offline support is given when teachers are learning online, including technical assistance and content clarification. This can be achieved by involving collaborators -who could be colleagues at the same school to facilitate teachers' "emergent mastery" (Nguyen & Bui, 2016, p. 97) . Similarly, moving beyond the finite hours of one-off conferences, it underscores the need to have locally made webinars hosted by presenters who share the first language with participants to facilitate in-depth discussions relating to new knowledge acquisition, and are capable of providing continuing support to sustain trainees' development. This emphasizes the establishment of local communities of practice of webinar goers to encourage active webinar participation and reflection on the implementation of novel techniques.
Limitation and Future Direction
The project limitations should be noted regarding the sustainability of webinar participation and learners' outcome. Firstly, as the project was conducted on a four-month period, the overgeneralization of the research findings should be carefully reviewed, requiring a long-term investigation into the impact of webinar attendance. The second consideration is linked to learners' outcome, which has not been measured apart from teachers' self-reported data in conjunction with the researcher's observation field notes. We are uncertain whether learners have really benefited from teacher change after their teachers' webinar attendance. That said, future studies might be conducted to analyze the effect of webinar attendance with a longitudinal focus, integrated with a reliable assessment tool to evaluate the impact of teacher digital PD on learners' progress.
Conclusion
The experience of four school teachers' participating in free webinars has appeared to be beneficial for their informal PD. Simultaneously, it depicts the complex processes that teachers have undergone in virtual environments, which question their theoretical knowledge and professionalism within the webinar community. Secondly, the digital participation has enabled them to trial new techniques in their own teaching contexts, albeit at varying degrees of success. The follow-up implementation reflections were facilitated by the first researcher's collaboration, which provides another perspective into their practices. When local facilitators are involved, attending webinars should be considered as an acceptable alternative to costly traditional face-to-face conferences for teachers working in rural areas, especially those who are equipped with basic technological devices. PD decision-makers in the National Foreign Languages 2020 Project (Nguyen & Phung, 2015) and in other large-scale PD initiatives, as a result, are advised to integrate the affordances of the webinar platform with local facilitators' expertise to design effective PD programs that best serve the needs and contexts of rural participants.
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